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ROOM  AT  THE  BOTTOM 

"You  know  the  rulers  of  the  Gentiles  Lord  it  over 
them,,  and  their  great  men  exercise  authority  over 
them*   It  shall  not  be  so  among  you;  but  whoever 
would  be  great  among  you  must  be  your  servant . " 

Mat,  20 t2k-25 


One  of  the  sleaziest  and  most  repulsive  characters 
ever  to  force  his  oily  way  through  the  pages  of  a  book 
is  Sammy  Glick,  the  central  subject  in  Budd  Schulberg's 
novel  What  Makes  Sammy  Runs—  His  aim  is  to  reach  the 
top  in  the  movie  industry.  To  this  aim  he  subordinates 
and  manipulates  everything  else  in  life.  Up,  up,  up 
he  climbs  because,  as  a  friend  put  it,  "He  has  a  genius 
for  looking  out  for  Number  One . "  Sammy  runs  and  runs 
without  let-up  because  he  is  fueled  by  corrosive  ambi- 
tion. 

I  suspect  that  the  disgust  we  feel  for  Sammy  Glick 
grows  out  of  the  fact  that  he  mercilessly  portrays  the 
worst  in  our  grubbing,  clutching,,  acquisitive  society. 
Sammy  openly  goes  after  what  we  inwardly  pursue . 

Jesus  found  some  of  this  among  the  twelve.   He 
discovered  it,  unfortunately,  just  after  his  solemn 
announcement  that  death  awaited  him  in  Jerusalem.  "Be- 
hold we  are  going  up  to  Jerusalem, "  he  said,  "and  the 
son  of  man  will  be  delivered  to  the  chief  priests  and 
scribes,  and  they  will  condemn  him  to  death." 

(Mat  20:18) 

In  Matthew's  account  the  tell-tale  incident  was 
triggered  by  the  mother  of  James  and  John  who  pressed 
in  upon  Jesus  seeking  a  favor  for  her  sons.  As  the 
record  has  it,  "The  mother  of  the  sons  of  Zebedee  came 
up  to  him  with  her  sons  and  kneeling  before  him  she 
asked  him  for  something."  (Mat  20:20)  The  King  James 
Version  has  it,  "And  worshipping  him  she  asked  him  for 
something."  It  is  not  infrequent  that  our  own  worship 


is  tainted  with  this  kind  of  self -indulgence  3  What 
she  asked  was  this,  "Command  that  these  two  sons  of 
mine  may  sit,  one  at  your  right  hand  and  one  at  your 
left,  in  your  kingdom* "  (Mat  20:21b) 

The  other  disciples  when  they  heard  about  this 
were  indignant.   In  fact,  this  maneuver  of  James  and 
John  touched  off  a  major  flap  among  the  twelve .  The 
ten  were  angry  not  because  they  themselves  were  pure, 
but  because  they  had  been  one-upped  and  out-foxed. 
Jesus  put  an  end  to  their  agitation  and  settled  the 
issue  quickly  and  decisively  with  words  that  are  peren- 
nailly  seminal  for  the  Christian  cause.   "You  know  the 
rulers  of  the  Gentiles  Lord  it  over  them,  and  their 
great  men  exercise  authority  over  them.   It  shall  not 
be  so  among  you;  but  whoever  would  be  great  among  you 
must  be  your  servant."  (Mat  20:24-25)  In  the  world 
the  goal  is  domination.   In  the  kingdom  of  God  it  is 
service  alone  that  counts.   "It  shall  not  be  so  among 
you,  but  whoever  would  be  great  among  you  must  be  your 
servant . " 


In  the  light  of  Jesus'  word  the  Sammy  Glick  in 
all  of  us  stands  condemned.   In  our  society  it's  the 
cut  throat  scramble  for  maximum  self-aggrandizement 
that  both  rules  and  ruins  life.   If  it's  money,  we 
want  the  most.   If  it's  title,  we  want  the  best.   If 
it's  power,  we  want  the  broadest.  We  measure  a  man 
in  our  culture  by  the  services  he  commands,  by  the 
people  he  controls,  by  the  wealth  he  has  collected. 
We  keep  driving  for  the  top,  turning  our  fellow-men 
into  competitors  enroute.  Jesus  stands  within  our 
ulcer-ridden  madness  telling  us  that  there  is  room 
at  the  bottom  for  the  full  unfolding  of  our  humanity 
in  the  role  of  servant.   "It  shall  not  be  so  among 
you,  but  whoever  would  be  great  among  you  must  be  your 
servant . " 

If  only  we  would  remember  this  when  we  consider 
the  mission  of  the  church.   The  church  is  not  here  to 
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exact  tribute  from  the  world,  whether  the  tribute  of 
obedience,  or  respect,  or  money,  or  legal  favors,  but 
to  be  a  servant  of  the  world*  It  would  not  be  inappro- 
priate for  us  to  affix  a  sign  over  the  central  doorway 
leading  into  the  nave  that  bore  the  words  "Servants' 
Entrance."   Basically  this  is  what  we  are  called  to 
be  when  we  are  called  as  the  People  of  CkxL 

The  term  "servant  of  the  Lord"  is  a  rather  slip- 
pery term  in  the  Old  Testament .   Sometimes  it  refers 
to  an  individual,  sometimes  it  refers  to  a  remnant, 
and  sometimes  to  the  whole  people  of  Israel 0  But  what- 
ever  the  particular  application  in  a  given  instance  it 
is  clear  that  when  God  calls  a  people  he  calls  them 
not  to  the  enjoyment  of  privilege  but  to  the  exercise 
of  the  role  of  servant  in  his  name  for  the  nations  of 
the  world . 

St.  Paul  understood  this*  When  he  gave  an  apolo- 
getic for  his  ministry  in  his  second  letter  to  the 
Corinthians  he  said,  "For  what  we  preach  is  not  our- 
selves, but  Jesus  Christ  as  Lord,  with  ourselves  as 
your  servants  for  Jesus !  sake 0 "  (II  Cor.  ht5)       Anti- 
clericalism,  whether  in  pre -revolutionary  France,  pre- 
revolutionary  Russia,  present-day  Spain  or  Italy  or 
South  America  or  the  United  States,  is  inevitably 
generated  when  the  church  disdains  the  role  of  servant 
and  chooses  instead  to  ride  high  on  the  waves  of  priv- 
ilege . 

No  mortician  ever  did  a  better  embalming  job  than 
the  job  the  church  has  done  on  some  of  the  revolution- 
ary texts  of  Scripture o  When  we  hear  the  words  of  the 
Magnificat  they  usually  come  to  us  toned  down  in  the 
gentle  language  of  the  King  James  Version.  But  Mary 
in  her  poem  speaks  about  the  one  to  come  as  one  who 
will  "scatter  the  proud  in  the  imagination  of  their 
hearts,  put  down  the  mighty  from  their  thrones  and  ex- 
alt those  of  low  degree."  (Lk  1:46-55) 

God  is  concerned  to  find  men  and  women  who  will 
work  in  his  world  with  those  who  are  at  the  bottom. 
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Presently  we  will  be  hearing  again  as  we  near  the  Ad- 
vent season  the  words  and  music  of  Handel's  "Messiah." 
We  will  sit  "back  and  listen  comfortably  as  the  words 
come  to  us,  "Every  valley  shall  be  exalted,  and  every 
mountain  and  hill  be  made  low."  But  when  we  consider 
what  is  being  sung  in  that  text  we  must  recognize  that 
a  dramatic  inversion  is  being  anticipated.  The  church 
at  its  best  is  always  conscious  of  its  role  as  servant 
of  the  little  people  in  the  name  of  a  great  God.   "It 
shall  not  be  so  among  you,  but  whoever  would  be  great 
among  you  must  be  your  servant." 

If  only  we  would  remember  this  when  we  consider 
our  own  individual  ministry  within  the  larger  frame- 
work of  the  church.  There  is  hardly  a  limit  to  what 
could  be  achieved  in  this  or  any  other  congregation  if 
we  had  a  sufficient  number  of  men  and  women  who  were 
indifferent  to  title,  credit  or  praise.  Tragic  indeed 
is  the  number  of  worthy  causes  that  have  foundered  on 
the  rocks  because  people  could  not  subordinate  their 
desire  to  rule  and  dominate  in  the  interest  of  the 
larger  good.   The  principle  of  self-determination 
among  the  blacks  of  this  nation  is  an  idea  whose  time 
has  come,  but  the  enthronement  of  this  principle  is 
being  retarded  by  too  much  jockeying  for  power  among 
those  who  wish  not  to  serve  but  to  dominate.  What 
could  not  this  church  accomplish  if  we  had  a  bevvy  of 
volunteers  who  were  willing  to  subsume  themselves  be- 
neath the  servant  role  of  Christ? 

The  two  stellar  examples  of  the  servant  role  in 
Twentieth  Century  society  would  be  Ghandi  and  Schweit- 
zer. The  intriguing  thing  about  Ghandi  was  that  he 
was  basically  unpurchaseable.  The  British  time  and 
again  sought  to  reduce  the  fervor  of  his  words  by  of- 
fering him  one  office  or  another,  but  Ghandi  refused. 
He  was  not  interested  in  acclamation  or  title  or  wealth, 
And  so  with  a  loincloth  and  a  bamboo  stick  he  freed  his 
people  from  outside  domination. 

Albert  Schweitzer's  theology  will  long  be  debated 
and  disputed,  but  what  cannot  be  debated  or  disputed 
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or  in  any  way  gainsaid  is  the  power  of  the  servant  life 
that  he  lived  in  the  midst  of  a  rapacious  world »  This 
man's  theology  and  philosophy  were  complicated,  but  at 
the  heart  of  it  all  was  the  belief  that  he  had  been 
sent  into  this  world  by  God  to  be  a  servant.  He  gave 
us  the  term  "direct  human  service/'  It  is  in  the  in- 
terest of  securing  an  opportunity  for  "direct  human 
service"  that  millionaires  go  to  Lourdes  to  help  carry 
the  stretchers  and  push  the  wheelchairs  of  the  sick 
and  infirmed. 

Schweitzer's  life  faith  surfaces  in  a  newly  pub- 
lished book  of  his  sermons  called  Reverence  For  Life , 
In  it  he  says,  "Let  the  good  you  do  in  gratitude  match 
the  benefits  you  have  received .  Balance  the  books  in- 
side of  you^  and  see  if  you  are  repaying  in  full  the 
amount  you  owe  to  unknown  men  and  to  fate  itself.  Have 
you  been  helped  when  you  were  ill?  Then  know  that  you 
have  to  do  something  for  someone  sick.  Has  someone 
offered  you  a  loan  in  time  of  need?  If  you  know  some- 
one in  similar  straits,  assist  him  in  gratitude  for 
the  help  you  have  received..   Have  you  turned  up  some- 
where as  a  stranger  and  been  given  hospitality?  Now 
you  must  do  the  same  for  a  stranger.   Has  someone  gone 
on  an  errand  for  you  or  stood  up  for  you?  In  return, 
serve  someone  else  in  like  manner. 

"Has  a  person  helped  you  by  giving  you  the  right 
teaching  to  achieve  something  worthwhile?  Look  around 
and  see  if  there  isn't  someone  in  equal  need  of  you. 
Have  you  been  given  without  charge  something  for  which 
you  usually  have  to  pay?  Give  something  for  which  you 
would  normally  expect  payment.   Has  someone  taken  time 
for  you  which  he  could  hardly  afford  to  give?  This 
obligates  you  to  take  time  for  another,  even  if  you 
are  overworked.  This  is  what  you  must  do  all  your  life, 
in  things  both  great  and  small.   Don't  talk  about  it. 
It  is  an  item  in  a  ledger  only  you  can  or  should  see, 
and  it  is  nobody  else's  business.  Only  be  sure  that 
the  balance  sheet  is  correct."— 

In  the  daily  round  in  which  you  and  I  operate, 
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within  a  society  which  is  fundamentally  geared  to  the 
press  for  the  top,  there  are  ways  in  which,  if  we  are 
sensitive  to  people,  we  can  perform  the  servant's  role. 
One  thing  all  men  resent  is  to  be  exploited  or  maneuver- 
ed by  another.   I  have  many  friends  in  business  manage- 
ment.  I  sympathize  with  the  tensions  that  build  for 
them  as  they  try  to  marshal  work  forces  for  profit  and 
at  the  same  time  attempt  to  be  respectful  of  the  work- 
er's humanity.  Those  in  management  always  flirt  with 
the  urge  to  manipulate .  One  well-known  manager  was 
speaking  to  the  point  that  workers  should  be  given 
bonus  and  wage  incentives.   He  had  reservations  whether 
this  was  enough,  however,  and  went  on  to  add;  "But  as 
Matthew  said  in  the  New  Testament,  'Man  shall  not  live 
by  bread  alone . '   I  believe  that  we  need   an  additional 
tool  which  might  be  called  'the  pressure  of  praise. s "3 
This  is  debased  management  which  has  no  part  with  what 
Jesus  said  about  not  being  here  to  dominate  but  to 
serve . 

Joseph  Haroutunian  was  right  when  he  noted,  "Men 
are,  in  fact,  furious  when  they  are  seen  and  treated 
simply  as  means  to  a  common  production  and  enjoyment 
of  goods.  They  are,  in  fact,  frustrated  and  hostile 
when  they  are  addressed  only  as  roles  in  our  institu- 
tions and  are  made  ill  when  they  are  ignored  as  'flesh 
and  blood,'  or  'living  souls.1   They  are  disappointed, 
let  down,  and  tempted  to  despair  of  their  very  exist- 
ence." z       You  and  I  work  in  fields  where  this  manipu- 
lation is  rife  and  perhaps  inevitable . 

But  there  is  room  for  the  servant  role  if  we  can 
learn  to  be  conscious  not  only  of  landscape  and  sea- 
scape but  of  the  man scape  that  we  see  every  day.  Harvey 
Cox  in  his  book  The  Secular  City  advises  us  not  to  try 
to  import  into  the  city  the  amiability  of  the  rural 
town.   He  makes  a  case  for  the  fact  that  people  in 
cities  are  entitled  to  their  privacy.  What  might  be 
a  viable  way  of  meeting  people  in  a  small  community  in 
Kansas  may  not  be  all  together  appropriate  in  the  con- 
crete canyons  of  a  city  like  this.   But  there's  a  dif- 
ference, my  friends,  between  loneliness  and  solitutde. 
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Paul  Tillich  speaks  to  it  movingly  when  he  says^, 
"Language  has  created  the  word  loneliness  to  express 
^e   Pain  °f  "being  alone ,  and  the  word  solitude  to  ex- 
press the  glory  of  being  alone  o!l 

I  see  from  my  study  window  most  every  morning 
helicopters  flying  up  and  down  over  the  Hudson  getting 
information  for  motorists  who  want  to  know  what  the 
weather  will  be  like,,  which  major  arteries  are  open 
and  which  ones  closed ,      In  my  imagination  I  have  often 
thought  that  in  addition  to  this  service  we  need  an 
overview  of  what  the  soul  weather  is  like  in  our  city 
on  a  given  day*  Along  with  knowing  what  the  traffic 
tie-ups  are  on  the  various  highways  of  our  town  we 
need  as  well  some  word  on  the  tie-ups  of  mind  and  heart 
that  we  will  encounter  that  dayD  Perhaps  if  Riverside's 
Radio  Station  WRVR  had  such  a  helicopter  it  might  be 
numbered  after  our  address  and  give  a  report  like  this? 

"This  is  Helicopter  490,  There's  been  a  major 
fracas  in  the  Benson  home  in  South  Bronx .  Because  of 
the  eruption  Fred  Benson  of  the  firm,  Benson,  Rogers 
and  Carlson  will  be  tense  at  work  today .  He  may  be 
surly  at  lunch.  Bear  with  him. 

Sophomore  Tom  Johnson  of  Columbia  University  will 
appear  fog-bound  today,  in  class  and  out.  Just  received 
a  clipping  from  a  home  town  newspaper  telling  that  a 
high  school  classmate  has  become  a  death  statistic  in 
Vietnam. 

Look  for  a  little  storm  center  today  on  Macy's 
2nd  floor.   Saleslady  Perkins  is  torn  with  turmoil. 
Sixteen  year  old  son  was  picked  up  yesterday  on  a  sec- 
ond charge  of  dope  possession.  Respect  her  feelings. 
Stay  near  but  do  not  crowd. 

Avoid  Vice-President  Harper's  office  at  the  Quar- 
ter Savings  Bank.  This  man,  first  black  to  reach  ex- 
ecutive level  in  the  bank,  spoke  up  last  night  in  a 
meeting  in  Harlem  and  was  accused  of  selling  out. 
Choppy  weather  likely  for  several  days. 
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Suggest  you  give  some  latitude  to  switchboard 
operator  Nelson  in  Electronics  Center  Building.  Short 
fuse  today o  Just  placed  aging  mother  in  rest  home. 
Guilt  feelings  rampant.   Voice  likely  to  be  terse, 
bordering  on  rude.   Meet  with  understanding. 

Warning  to  everyone  having  business  downtown  today 
at  the  State  Vehicle  Registration  Office.   Clerk  Harri- 
son at  position  7*  low  capacity  for  questions  today. 
Must  enter  hospital  soon  for  tests.   Cancer  suspected. 
If  fired  on,  don't  fire  back." 

#•  *  #  *  * 

"You  know  that  the  rulers  of  the  Gentiles  Lord  it 
over  them  and  their  great  men  exercise  authority  over 
them.   It  shall  not  be  so  among  you,  but  whoever  would 
be  great  among  you,  must  be  your  servant . "  The  exam- 
ple and  empowerment  for  this  style  of  living,  which 
runs  so  counter  to  our  culture,  is  found  in  Christ  him- 
self who  "though  he  was  rich  yet  for  our  sakes  became 
poor."  (II  Cor.  8:9)   Non  ministrari   sed  ministrare, 
not  to  be  ministered  unto  but  to  minister.   This  is  why 
we  are  here.  The  world  points  upward  and  says,  "There's 
room  at  the  top,  come  and  seize  it!   Jesus  says,  "There's 
room  at  the  bottom,  come  and  serve . " 


"The  Kingdoms  of  the  earth  go  by 

In  Purple,  and  in  gold; 
They  rise,  they  flourish,  and  they  die, 
And  all  their  tale  is  toldo 


One  Kingdom  only  is  Divine, 
One  banner  triumphs  still, 

Its  King  a  Servant,  and  its  sign 
A  gibbet  on  a  hill."  5 
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